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What is the phonics controversy about?

 The phonics controversy is about a number of things including power and politics, but fundamentally it is about how much phonics is being taught in our schools and what kind of phonics is being taught.

Is this a relatively recent issue?

The controversy about phonics has been with us a very long time; for many 
decades actually.  At particular times it becomes a “hot button” issue as it is now, but this certainly isn’t the first time that the debate over phonics has been so heated.

What causes the debate to become so heated?

Usually a number of factors including: recent publications, advocacy groups for one position or another, political agendas, federal and state monies and of course a genuine interest in ensuring that all persons in our society are literate.
Why haven’t we been teaching phonics in our schools and why haven’t we been training teachers to teach phonics.
Actually neither of these notions is true. An examination of reading materials over the last fifty years, will show that substantial attention has been paid to phonics instruction and materials to teach phonics. Moreover,  an examination of textbooks used in university teaching methods courses and course syllabi will clearly show substantial attention to phonics instruction. The issue centers on whether we have paid enough attention to phonics and to a particular type of phonics.

What do you mean by different types of phonics?
There are basically two types of phonics instruction, with some variations. The two major types are analytic phonics and synthetic phonics. Simply stated, analytic phonics examines letter and sound patterns across words, such as ball to fall to call, or name to game, same, etc. Analytics phonics is based on the learning principle of moving from the “known to the unknown.” Synthetic phonics in contrast, is breaking each word down into individual phonemes as in buh –ah- tuh, or bat, fuh- ah- s- tuh or fast. In synthetic phonics individual sounds are blended or synthesized together to produce words
Is one type of phonics superior to the other?.

It is important to emphasize that a meta-analysis of phonics research demonstrates that there is no persuasive evidence that one approach is better than the other. Moreover the effects of different types of phonics instruction in the early stages of learning to read seem to have little effect on comprehension in the later grades of school. It is important to note that the full report of the National Reading Panel (2000)   states clearly that there is no statistical evidence that one approach is superior. Unfortunately a glossy short version of the report, Put Reading First (2001) misrepresents that position by strongly implying the efficacy and superiority of synthetic/explicit phonics and the use of decodeable/phonics based texts for young readers.  This short version (PRF) has been distributed widely. Few individuals, with the exception of literacy scholars, have read the full 550 page report of NRP. 
What else is important to know about the phonics issue?
It is important to know that the traditional approaches to phonics, synthetic and analytic have been renamed in recent years. Synthetic phonics has been renamed explicit phonics and analytic phonics has been renamed implicit phonics. In other words phonics has been repackaged. 

What is meant by “explicit systematic” phonics instruction?
Sometimes “explicit systematic phonics instruction” is simply code for synthetic phonics. This is unfortunate, because we don’t always know whether one is talking about explicit phonics as a type of phonics or whether one is talking about delivering the instruction in a systematic explicit manner. It is important to realize that analytic phonics, or what is now sometimes referred to as implicit phonics, can be taught very systematically and explicitly.
What about the term scientifically based reading research or SBRR?

SBRR is often code for explicit/synthetic phonics instruction. SBRR is also code for a “phonics first” approach to teaching reading with little or no attention to reading comprehension or to the writing process until grades 3-4.  It is a stage or linear model of reading as advocated by Jean Chall of Harvard University some fifty years ago. This stage model, for the most part has been discredited. However with NCLB, the stage model is reappearing in the literature.

 SBRR advocates tend to limit their attention to the decoding aspects of literacy development.  Ironically there is a rich treasure of research in reading and cognition; particularly in the areas of schema theory, metacognition, comprehension, and language processing which is seldom referred to by individuals who promote SBRR.
Hasn’t there been some recent research breakthroughs in phonics instruction?

This is probably the greatest myth about contemporary phonics instruction.

We continue to research and study phonics, as we have for decades, but contrary to what some would have us believe,  there quite simply has been no “Salk vaccine” type of breakthrough in phonics research and phonics instruction. Even the focus on what is referred to as Phonological Awareness
is basically a case of new terminology for the  old practices of synthetic phonics.

Is this debate about phonics a healthy one?
The debate is healthy only to a degree. In some ways the debate is costly because it has focused attention away from the real challenge in literacy instruction namely, reading comprehension. One only has to study Middle School literacy achievement to see a significant percentage of students who can decode words and are fluent when they read, but do not adequately construct meaning from text. Recent research by Valencia and Buly (04) confirm this profile.   We see these individuals in our Middle Schools, our High Schools, our Universities and our places of work.
I would submit that the focus, and to some extent the obsession with phonics is costly in terms of money, personnel and professional energy.

How do you explain the appeal of explicit phonics instruction?

The appeal seems based on a simplistic notion of how individuals learn to read, which is in reality, a multifaceted and complex process. It seems simple to someone who hasn’t had the experience of teaching young people to read. “We’ll teach them the letters and the sounds and have them put them together and that is basically all there is to it”. Rudolp Flesch proposed just such a naïve solution fifty years ago. It sounds so simple with a few three and four letter words such as fan, fat, ran, sap, sun, last, and so on. It is not so simple with thousands of words such as could, said, of, was, yacht, aisle, island, beauty, etc. 
Moreover, even after having recognized all of these words, there is no assurance that students will be able to read text and understand it.
Is the profession evenly divided on these issues?

The profession is not evenly divided on these issues. The vast majority of experienced literacy experts in this country are analytic/implicit phonics advocates and call for a multidimensional approach to literacy instruction. In addition, the vast majority of classroom teachers; those who successfully teach children to read year after year tend to embrace the analytic, or “known to unknown” approach to phonics instruction. The analytic approach to phonics seems cognitively easier for young learners and allows for a more balanced and eclectic approach to teaching individuals to read.
What can we expect in the future?
We can’t predict the future, but if history is our teacher we can expect that this strong push for synthetic/explicit phonics will abate. It has in the past, as for example in the late 1960’s to the mid 70’s. Research that will be published in the next two or three years will very likely show that synthetic phonics has serious limitations in both the long and short term, and that it is not the panacea its supporters claim.  Unfortunately the pendulum in the literacy community tends to takes these radical swings to the right and then to the left. I have watched these literacy pendulum swings for forty years. Hopefully, in the years ahead we will find a middle ground with some reasonable balance to this controversial issue. 
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